
Audubon’s Christmas Bird Count

106 Years of Counting Birds….



…72 of those by Chan Robbins!





In 1900, there was a budding 
conservation ethic, but…



…feather hats were still the rage



• Frank Chapman 
originated the 
“Christmas Bird 
Census” on Christmas 
Day of 1900…



• …but Chandler S. 
Robbins has defined 
the CBC since 1934









Chan’s personal contributions to 
the CBC (thus far…)

• compiled 131 Christmas Bird Counts since 1934
• compiled 15 different named CBCs in four states
• participated on 351 Christmas Bird Counts since 

1934
• only two seasons ago was Chan topped in either 

compilation or participation totals
Chan is still actively both compiling and 

participating on CBCs each season



CBCs Compiled by Chan Robbins
• Belmont, MA:  1934, 1936-40, 1944, 1946-47
• Carter Range, NH:  1942
• Mount Washington, NH:  1942
• Bowie, MD:  1943-46
• Southeastern Worcester County, MD:  1946-47
• Southern Dorchester County, MD:  1947-2005 (except 1954 & 1960)
• Susquehanna Flats-Sassafras River, MD:  1947
• Kent Island, MD:  1998
• Ocean City, MD:  1948-1998 (except 1953 & 1960)
• Southern Anne Arundel County, MD:  1948
• Wicomico (Charles County), MD:  1948
• Crisfield, MD:  1949
• Garrett County, MD:  1949, 1954
• Midway Atoll:  1960









Chan’s involvement with the 
CBC program

• Joined Editorial Board of Audubon Field 
Notes in 1947

• Associate Editor for Bird Distribution and 
Christmas Bird Counts for AFN 1948-1951

• Editor-in-Chief of AFN 1952-1954
• Technical Editor of AFN 1954-1974; 1979-

1989
• Editorial Advisor for AFN 1975-1978



In Summary:  42 years of 
continuous involvement with 
management of CBC program 

• Edited Christmas Bird Count for 6 years
• Also Editor-in-Chief of AFN for 2 of those 

6 years
• Technical Advisor for Audubon Field 

Notes for 21 years, Editorial Advisor for 4 
years, and Technical Advisor again for 
another 11 years



CBC Analyses on Local Basis

• Track individual count results over time
• Monitor species of interest
• Evaluate species guilds together, based on 

local CBC results
• Local habitat analyses based on status of 

species surveyed by CBCs
• Compare local results with regional trends















Quotes, “Chanecdotes,” and 
CBC Ruminations…

• Greg Butcher, Director of Bird Conservation for 
Audubon:    “In my early years at the Cornell 
Laboratory of Ornithology, Chan was a CLO 
board member.  He was very influential in getting 
CLO to commit to Citizen Science projects—now 
recognized as being the Lab’s forte.”



More from Greg Butcher…

• “I want to thank Chan for helping promote 
the Christmas Bird Count and Citizen 
Science at CLO, and for helping me get the 
resources and funding to develop and 
analyze the 30-year CBC database at the 
Lab.  It was that core data set that enabled 
the computerization of the entire CBC 
database.”



From Frank Gill, Senior Ornithologist for the 
National Audubon Society:

• “Chan simply sets the highest standards 
possible for a CBC compiler—a model for 
all.”



Chanecdotes I
• From Dan Niven:  Dan’s father started a 

new CBC (all effort on foot), which was 
rejected by Chan when he was CBC Editor 
for too little effort and too few species!

• The count was accepted in its second year—
with more effort included

• Dan Niven:  “I think most birders in this 
country are probably only a few steps 
removed from Chan, since he has been 
active in so many broad-based activities for 
so long.  That’s a lot of people to have 
influenced.”



Chanecdotes II

• During initial testing of online CBC data entry 
application, Chan was one of the first “dovekie”
beta testers

• Chandler S. Robbins was the first person to ever 
enter CBC data online

• Always “on call” for advice, help, and support—
and always willing to help publicize the CBC (i.e., 
CBS Sunday Morning on 25 December 2005!)



CBC Scientific Peer Review
• Completed in November 2003
• Final report published in 104th CBC issue of 

American Birds
• Heartily embraced CBC, but recommended tweaks 

to methodology to improve value to research
• Also recommended embellishment of weather and 

effort in CBC Historical Database
• Chan, of course, was a panel member and co-

author of the final papers



CBC Data are now accepted as valuable, 
and frequently used in Research Projects

• Scientific papers in refereed journals:  over 200 
since 1970

• Avian winter abundance patterns in state 
references:  over 150 since 1970

• Field Guides and Distribution Atlas:  data used 
for early-winter range maps

• Environmental Impact Statements:  CBC 
provides baseline data

• PFW and USFWS:  CBC data used for 
comparison





Chan has been instrumental in the 
acceptance of CBC as a useful data set 

by the scientific community

• Set up Winter Bird Survey in 
MD based on CBC methodology

• Complete NAOC session on 
CBC data use at St. Louis in 
1998

• Has fostered a culture of 
acceptance of Citizen Science 
datasets at PWRC *and beyond*
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